





	Whitten	 Traditional	 Butchers’	 is	 the	 sign	 that	 greets	 you	 as	 you	 visit	 John	
Whitten	 at	 his	 workplace,	 a	 butcher’s	 in	 the	 suburb	 of	 Tettenhall,	











be	 a	 village,	 but	 unlike	 many	 other	 villages	 that	 got	 disconnected	 as	 cities	 expanded,	
Tettenhall	 remained	 connected	 to	 Wolverhampton	 as	 it	 grew.	 As	 a	 result,	 John	 says	 he	
serves	a	plethora	of	customers.	In	most	cases,	however,	they	fall	into	two	categories:	older	
customers	who	want	to	talk,	and	younger	families.		
I	 chose	 a	 butcher’s	 as	 a	 place	 to	 carry	 out	 ethnographic	 fieldwork	 because	 I	 have	
always	 been	 interested	 in	 vegetarianism	 and	 attitudes	 towards	meat.	 I	 originally	 thought	
observing	a	person	that	has	dedicated	their	life	to	providing	meat	for	human	consumption	





All	 conversations	 between	 John	 and	me	were	 recorded	 on	 paper	 after	 they	 happened.	 I	





topic.	 As	 such,	 I	 consciously	 avoided	 asking	 him	 leading	 questions	 or	 questions	 that	
challenged	his	 life	decisions;	opting	to	start	conversations,	for	example,	with	‘how	did	you	
become	a	butcher?’	rather	than	‘why	did	you	become	a	butcher?’.	Furthermore,	because	of	
the	 space	 constraints	within	 the	 shop	and	 the	 time	demands	of	 his	 job,	 all	 conversations	
between	John	and	me	occurred	across	the	counter,	with	me	in	the	position	of	a	customer.	
This	was	beneficial	 in	 the	 sense	 that	 all	 conversations	were	 situational,	 influenced	by	 the	












consumption	 was	 not	 a	 viable	 topic	 for	 my	 project.	 Watching	 John	 interact	 with	 his	
customers,	I	realised	that	none	of	them	had	come	into	the	shop	ready	to	pose	themselves	
with	an	ethical	dilemma;	they	were	there	to	buy	meat,	and	eat	 it.	 Investigating	a	person’s	
decision	 to	 eat	meat	would	 involve	me	 asking	many	 leading	 questions	 concerning	 animal	
slaughter	 and	 morality.	 This	 would	 mean	 I	 would	 be	 dictating	 my	 perception	 of	 meat	
consumption,	 rather	 than	objectively	 capturing	 John’s	 or	 his	 customers’.	Questions	 about	
meat	consumption	could	not	simply	be	sprung	upon	customers	during	their	daily	trip	to	the	
shops,	 it	 was	 a	 topic	 that	 needed	 deep	 reflection	 of	 actions	 and	 ethics.	 Furthermore,	
quizzing	customers	about	 this	 topic	would	more	 than	 likely	be	a	deterrent	 to	business,	as	
the	customers	may	be	put	off	buying	meat,	which	was	the	main	stipulation	John	had	stated	
upon	agreeing	to	let	me	carry	out	fieldwork	in	his	workplace.	As	a	result,	my	focus	shifted.		
From	 this	 shift,	 I	 began	 to	 realise	 that	 if	 I	 was	 to	 go	 into	 the	 field	 with	 certain	
expectations	of	or	motives	behind	my	research,	it	could	prove	problematic.	Not	problematic	
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in	 the	 sense	 that	 my	 research	 would	 be	 inaccurate	 or	 conjectural,	 but	 that	 it	 would	 be	
partial.	If	I	were	to	conduct	my	research	on	the	foundations	of	a	particular	motive,	certain	
observations	 would	 appear	 more	 important	 to	 me	 than	 others,	 meaning	 I	 would	 give	 a	
warped	perspective	of	my	circumstances	(Cameron	1997	cited	in	Blum	2009:	328).	As	such,	I	





all	 corners	 of	 the	 room	 and	 his	 wit	 kept	 everybody	 engaged.	 The	 long	 conversations	
between	John	and	his	customers	showed	that	they	come	to	visit	him	as	much	as	they	come	
to	buy	meat.	After	 reflecting	on	all	 of	my	observations,	 I	 came	 to	 realise	 that	 this,	which	
may	 have	 been	 passively	 overlooked	 had	 I	 investigated	 a	 specific	 topic,	 is	 the	 defining	
aspect	of	the	shop.	John	and	the	things	that	he	does	within	the	shop,	define	the	place	called	









was	 ‘just	 popping	 [his]	 head	 in	 to	 say	 hello’.	 The	 pair	 spoke	 for	 over	 20	minutes,	 talking	
about	 new	 life	 developments	 and	 issues	 with	 their	 teenage	 children.	 Eventually,	 the	
customer	 asked	 for	 half	 a	 pork	 pie,	 which	 John	 gave	 to	 him	 for	 free.	 After	 a	 short	









customer	 guessed	 correctly.	 John	 honoured	 the	 promise;	 however,	 after	 leaving,	 the	
customer	 returned	 to	 gift	 John	 with	 an	 expensive	 bottle	 of	 whisky	 as	 a	 thank-you.	 John	
explained	 how	 the	 thought	 of	 the	 gesture,	 and	 its	 price,	 fully	made	 up	 for	 his	 economic	
blunder.	It	seemed	to	me	that	J.	Whitten	Butchers	was	a	place	where	sharing	and	the	sense	
of	community	were	just	as	important	as	economic	profit.	John	reiterates	this	when	speaking	




day,	especially	 if	 they	 live	alone.	They	would	 rather	spend	 time	going	 to	all	 the	 individual	
shops	 and	 interacting	 with	 the	 shopkeepers	 than	 to	 a	 faceless	 supermarket’.	 I	 began	 to	








they	will	 come	back	a	 few	days	 later	and	spend	£20	on	steak.	Whilst	 this	 justification	can	
appear	economically	focused,	the	‘sprat	to	catch	a	mackerel’	idea	can	be	seen	as	the	way	in	
which	social	relationships	that	transcend	the	butcher-customer	dynamic	are	reaffirmed.	By	




obligation	 -	 each	 party	 is	 free	 to	 walk	 away’	 (Graeber	 2010:	 10-11).	 Graeber	 notes	 that	
‘[w]ithin	communities,	there	is	usually	a	reluctance	…	to	allow	things	to	cancel	out’	(2010:	
10-11).	 By	 sustaining	 debt	 obligations,	 John	 not	 only	 creates	 a	 customer	 base,	 but	 also	
establishes	friendships.	
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Another	 form	 of	 exchange,	 but	 a	 more	 important	 one	 according	 to	 John,	 is	 the	
exchange	of	what	he	 termed	banter,	 between	himself	 and	 customers	 in	his	 shop.	After	 a	
few	hours	of	observing	 John	 serve	and	 speak	 to	 customers	 I	 began	 to	notice	a	 routine	 in	
most,	but	definitely	not	all,	of	their	interactions.	It	started	with	the	exchange	of	a	few	rude	
comments	 about	 one	 another,	 which	 were	 clearly	 meant	 in	 a	 friendly	 way.	 After	 the	
customer	placed	their	order,	the	banter	would	continue	but	conversation	would	slowly	turn	
to	recent	events	or	more	serious	matters	as	John	was	fetching	and	packaging	the	produce.	
After	 paying	 for	 the	meat,	 the	 customer	would	maybe	 exchange	 some	more	 banter	with	
John,	 say	 some	 friendly	 goodbyes,	 and	 then	 leave.	 After	 one	 customer,	 who	 fitted	 this	
model	had	 left,	 John	 told	me:	 ‘that	 [the	exchange	of	banter],	 is	what	 it’s	all	about.	That’s	
why	 I	 do	 it;	 why	 I	 came	 back.’,	 then	 explaining	 the	 model	 I	 have	 just	 described.	 After	
observing	an	interaction	between	John	and	one	of	his	customers,	where	I	was	also	brought	
into	the	conversation,	I	was	able	to	see	the	link	between	exchange	and	the	reaffirmation	of	
social	 relationships	 in	 the	butcher’s	more	clearly.	 John	told	the	customer	that	 I	was	doing	
research	in	his	shop.	After	being	greeted	with	expletives,	the	customer	explained	to	me,	‘it’s	




of	 gifts	 and	 banter,	 John	 establishes	 a	 strong	 and	 faithful	 customer	 base,	 who	 in	 turn	



















Ken	 politely	 told	 the	 customer	 bring	 it	 to	 the	 shop	 on	Monday,	 so	 not	 to	 dishearten	 the	
customer	and	keep	business.	Both	John	and	Ken	concluded	that	the	shop	might	be	closed,	











therefore	 be	 defined	 as	 what	 Goffman	 calls	 a	 front	 -	 ‘that	 part	 of	 the	 individual’s	
performance	which	regularly	functions	in	a	general	and	fixed	fashion	to	define	the	situation	












‘it	wasn’t	 the	 same	when	 [the	 previous	 butcher]	was	 here’.	 ‘The	 problem	was’,	 said	 one	
customer,	‘he	was	trying	to	be	you.	You	know	people	really	well,	and	you	know	when	you	




By	 analysing	 both	 John’s	 and	 his	 customers’	 perspectives	 of	 the	 shop,	 I	 arrive	 at	 a	
contradiction.	I	have	found	that	customers	believe	that	John,	and	what	he	does,	constitutes	
the	place	‘J.	Whitten	butchers’.	Yet	when	he	is	at	home,	John	says	he	is	not	 loud	or	witty;	





of	 it.	 However,	 to	 debate	which	 comes	 first,	 practices	 or	 place,	 would	 be	misleading.	 As	
Sarah	Pink	notes,	 ‘[n]either	precedes	 the	other.	Both	are	 theoretical	 constructs	 that	have	
been	 developed	 to	 understand	 things	 that	 are	 already	 happening…	 There	 is	 no	 ‘real’	 or	
correct	empirical	starting	point’	(2012:	29).		So	here	is	where	I	must	be	reflexive,	as	I	was	at	
the	beginning	of	this	essay.	Just	like	all	anthropological	pursuits,	these	two	themes	are	not	
clear,	 identifiable,	autonomous	structures	governing	 John’s	 livelihood.	 Instead	they	are	an	
inextricable	 part	 of	 everyday	 life	 that	 only	 rise	 to	 the	 surface	 from	 subjective	 interests.	
Attempting	 to	 theorise	 social	 life	 is	 difficult,	 but	 whichever	 way	 the	 butcher’s	 shop	 is	
conceptualised,	the	most	crucial	point	 is	that	 it	 is	a	space	where	social	relations	are	made	
and	reaffirmed	through	practices	specific	to	a	butcher	called	John.	
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